Abstract
http://scriptura.journals.ac.za A Star was born... About the Bifocal Reception History of Balaam 3 threatening angel and succeeds in avoiding him twice (vv. 23, 24-25) . The third time, however, the angel of YHWH completely blocks the road. At the moment when no escape is possible anymore, God intervenes, making the donkey talk and finally opening Balaam's eyes, seeing the angel and his drawn sword. Out of fear, Balaam falls to the ground and confesses: "I have sinned" (v. 34) . What Balaam's sin consists of precisely is not at all clear, and has given rise to various interpretations. His only shortcoming seems to have been that he did not notice the angel: "I have sinned, for I did not know that you were standing in the road to oppose me" (v. 34) . Interpreting the event as a sign that God is ultimately against his journey, he proposes to return home (v. 34) . However, the angel's reaction to Balaam's confession is surprising. Finally, as in v. 20 -it is said once more that Balaam may only say what God instructs him to say -Balaam receives divine permission to travel to Moab (v. 35) . Tying in with v. 21 -vv. 22-34 can easily be skipped -vv. 36-40 continue by reporting the meeting between Balaam and Balak, even if the text of these verses is very complicated. 9 After some preparations, as expected, Balaam does not curse the Israelites. Instead, "inspired by God" (Num. 24:2) , he speaks words of praise and blessing over Israel, and continues to repeat that he can only speak God's word. 10 His most famous 'prophecy' can be found in Num. 24, 17 , one of those Old Testament verses that, even if not intended as such originally, have been interpreted later in a messianic way: "I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not close at hand. A star will march forth out of Jacob, and a sceptre will rise out of Israel".
Within Num. 22-24, Balaam's overall presentation is positive: he is presented as an extraordinarily obedient, even naïve, character. He complies almost blindly with what God desires. Even Balaam's harsh treatment of his donkey has to be seen against this background: after all, he wants to arrive in Moab as soon as possible in order to speak the words that God prompts him to speak. When God has opened his eyes, thus seeing who is in front of him, he immediately proposes to break off his enterprise. And when God finally instructs him to continue his journey, then Balaam once again obeys blindly. Only within the donkey scene, does one meet a Balaam who is made ridiculous: being a renowned seer, he does not even see what a donkey is able to see.
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Balaam in the Old and New Testament
Outside the Balaam pericope in  Balaam is mentioned only in Num. 31:8, 16; Deut. 23:5; Josh. 13:22; 24:9; Mic. 6:5; Neh. 13:2. 12 However, only one single text, namely Mic. 6:5, seems to be entirely compatible with the account of In a context of a lawsuit ‫)ריב(‬ between Israel and God, God asks his people to remember that He rescued Israel out of Egypt, his sending of Moses, Aaron and Miriam, as well as "what King Balak of Moab devised", and "what Balaam son of Beor answered him." All positive (re)actions within the negative experiences of Egyptian slavery and journey through the desert are called to be ‫יהוה‬ ‫צדאות‬ (v. 5). In Mic. 6:5, Balaam's response to Balak's threat is evaluated unambiguously as one of these positive elements.
In all the other Old Testament texts that refer to Balaam, he is presented in a very negative way. The most negative presentation is found in the book of Numbers itself. Num. 31:16, a 14 According to Noort, Balaam's 'counsel' -it should be noticed, however, that within Num. 31:16, the lexeme ‫דבר‬ is used -refers to Num. 24:14,  where the lexeme ‫יעץ‬ ('to counsel') is used. 15 According to Num. 31:8 and Josh. 13:22,  Balaam was killed by the Israelites during their anti-Midianite campaign. These verses do therefore also suggest that Balaam had joined up with the Midianites against Israel and -being a foreign 'diviner' (Josh. 13:22: ‫)הקוסם‬ -seduced Israel to worship other Gods. Being such a 'prophet', Israel had no other choice than killing him, as Deut. 13:9 commands. Also Deut. 23:5-6 gives a negative evaluation of Balaam, even if, within the recapitulation of Israel's journey through the desert, as it is narrated in Deut. 1-3, no reference at all is made to the Balaam episode. 16 Deut. 23:5-6, being part of a text about the purity of the Israelite community, states that Ammonites and Moabites -just as "no one whose testicles are crushed or whose penis is cut off" (v. 1), as well as "those born of an illicit union (…) even to the tenth generation" (v. 2) -cannot belong to the community of YHWH. This exclusion of Ammonites and Moabites is legitimised as follows: "Because they did not meet you with food and water on your journey out of Egypt, and because they hired against you Balaam son of Beor, from Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you" (v. 4). Although the indication that Balak 'hired' Balaam corresponds to Num. 22:7, [17] [18] does not at all attest that Balaam de facto cursed Israel. On the contrary, within Num. 22-24, Balaam does not stop accentuating that he will speak only the words that God will put into his mouth. Nevertheless, Deut. 23:5-6 suggests that Balaam indeed cursed Israel, but that "the LORD your God refused to heed Balaam" and "turned the curse into a blessing for you" (v. 5).
Neh. 13:2 seems to follow Deut. 23:5-6 almost literally, thus giving the same arguments for forbidding the Ammonites and Moabites to enter the assembly of God: because they did not meet the Israelites with bread and water, but hired Balaam against them to curse them (and how God turned his curse into a blessing). As in Deut. 23, Josh. 24:9-10 makes a somewhat similar statement, although these verses even increase Balak's hostility towards Israel: "King Balak son of Zippor of Moab, set out to fight against Israel. He sent and invited Balaam son of Beor to curse you, but I would not listen to Balaam; therefore he blessed you; so I rescued you out of his hand." As in Deut. 24:5-6, Josh. 24:9-10 suggests that Balaam's words of curse have been changed by God into a blessing.
These deviating conceptions of Balaam from Num. 22-24 within the Old Testament, have been explained by various scholars on different grounds, often with attempts to reconstruct a diachronic evolution of the presentation of Balaam. From a foreign seer who aimed to bless Israel, he became a false prophet who wanted to curse Israel, but whose curse was transformed into blessings. When he did not succeed, he told Balak to seduce the Israelites in order to achieve his goal. On the one hand, it has been suggested that the authors of Numbers, Deuteronomy and Joshua transformed the originally positive image of Balaam for the sake of nationalistic motives. For a Deuteronom(ist)ic author, it was after all unacceptable that a non-Israelite seer could appear as an ideal prophet, being in a position to communicate directly with God. According to Deut. 18:9-22, true prophecy was an http://scriptura.journals.ac.za
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exclusively Israelite privilege. 17 On the other hand, it is possible that the negative image of Balaam reflects another Balaam tradition, which considered him an ally of the Moabites.
Looking at the way Balaam is presented in the Old Testament, outside Numbers 22-24, one should be careful in denoting this usage as 'reception history'. Indeed, from a diachronic perspective it is not always clear at which stage each of the Old Testament passages that refer to Balaam have to be situated.
The overall negative presentation of Balaam, as it becomes present in the fragmentary remarks in the Old Testament also seems to have influenced the perception of Balaam by the New Testament authors. Parallel to Num. 31, Rev. 2:14 connects Balaam to the idolatry into which the Israelites were seduced in Midian: "You have some who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the people of Israel, so that they would eat food sacrificed to idols and practise fornication."
As the prototype of a false prophet, Balaam is furthermore presented in 2 Pet 2:15-16: "They have left the straight road of Balaam son of Bosor, who loved the wages of doing wrong, but was rebuked for his own transgression; a speechless donkey spoke with a human voice and restrained the prophet's madness". Also Jude 11 states that false teachers "abandon themselves to Balaam's error for the sake of gain".
Reaching beyond this inner Biblical presentation of Balaam, which presents him both positively and negatively, it is also very enriching to observe the way in which this ambiguous character has made his way in the reception history of the Bible.
Balaam in the Bible's Visual Reception History
Indeed, and remarkably, the Balaam narrative has played an important role within the reception history of the Bible. Even if, within the rabbinic tradition, Balaam is presented in a very negative way, 18 within Judaism he also has been treated in a positive manner. In particular thanks to his 'prophecy' in Num. 24:17 ("a star shall come out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall rise out of Israel"), Balaam's role should not be underestimated within the context of Messianic belief during the Second Temple period. Even if it is rather doubtful that this verse has been intended as a Messianic text, there is little doubt that it was interpreted as such in Judaism during the Second Temple period, as is testified by its reception in the Septuagint 19 and in some of the Dead Sea scrolls. 20 It does not surprise, therefore, that also within early Christianity outside the Biblical tradition, Balaam has played a specific role. Already in the early Christian period, two iconographic representations of Balaam can be distinguished. Both are borrowed from the Biblical Balaam narrative, as it can be found in Besides the portrayal of the episode of Balaam and his donkey, Balaam is often represented as one of those 'prophets' who announced the venue of the Messiah by his saying in Num. 24:17. It is generally accepted that one of the oldest representations of the Virgin Mary is closely linked with Balaam. In the catacomb of Priscilla at the Via Salaria in Rome, a 3 rd century fresco is preserved that represents a woman with a child on her lap. 21 At her right side a figure points to a star. The identification of this figure with Balaam is logical. 22 As has already been mentioned, Balaam's proverb in Num. 24:17 -"a star shall come out of Jacob" -has already been considered within Judaism as having a Messianic connotation. Also in early Christianity, Balaam's star in a very early stage has been considered as a symbol of Jesus, proclaimed as the Messiah. There can hardly be any doubt that the author of the gospel of Matthew, in introducing the scene of the 'wise men' following the star in order to find the place where the Messiah has been born (Matt. 2:1-12), was referring to the motif. 23 Also according to Matt th century terracotta statue of Balaam by Tommaso Porlezza della Porta, made as a preliminary study for the Basilica della Santa Casa (the basilica of the holy house) in Loreto in Central Italy points in that direction. According to the tradition, the house in Nazareth, where the angel announced the birth of Jesus to Mary, has been moved by angels to Loreto, when it became threatened by the Turks.
32 Once more, Balaam seems to be interpreted as the foreteller of Jesus as the Messiah.
Not often, the star to which Balaam points, has been replaced by a banderole he is holding, containing -mostly in Latin -the quotation of Num. 24:17: "orietur stella ex Iacob". As such, however, he is represented for example at the Chartres cathedral, holding a banderole in his left hand and a sword in his right. Moreover, Balaam is presented here standing on a donkey as his pedestal.
33 This leads to the other presentation of Balaam in Christian iconography.
Besides the conceptualisation of Balaam as foreteller of Jesus as the Messiah, the episode with the speaking donkey has also been a very rewarding subject for the visual arts. 34 After all, it is not illogical that artists became inspired by a fairy-tale about a talking donkey that is able to see an angel. Here, Balaam's role as announcing the Messiah seems to be completely absent. The oldest known representation of this type can be found in the Roman catacombs. In cubiculum B of the hypogeum -underground tombs -at the Via Dino Compagni, at the corner of the Via Latina which was discovered in 1955, a 4 th century wall painting represents the encounter of Balaam and the angel. 35 Here, the angel is represented as a human being, having no wings, and holding a small dagger in his hand. He seems to approach Balaam, who, holding a small rod, is sitting on his donkey. Both characters look in opposite directions. Only the donkey seems to have the angel in view.
The reason that the episode about Balaam and his donkey has been portrayed in the catacombs and has been playing an important role within Christian iconography is hard to http://scriptura.journals.ac.za A Star was born... About the Bifocal Reception History of Balaam 7 fathom. Contrary to the scene about Balaam pointing to the star, which undoubtedly was inspired by the Messianic interpretation of Balaam's oracle in the Second Temple period and in early Christianity, a typological link with a theme that plays a role within Christianity can hardly be found. Apparently, this was not a necessary condition for depicting an Old Testament episode within the catacombs. Anyway, Gregory Snyder's hypothesis of an "interanimation between paintings", supposing that "a spectator's response to the arrangement of paintings throughout the catacomb would have owed more to Christian homiletic practice than has generally been realized", 36 is difficult to imagine with regard to the depiction of the Balaam motif within the catacombs. Or one should accept that Balaam and his donkey have been regarded by early Christianity as a prefiguration of Jesus, who entered Jerusalem riding an ass (Mk 11:1-10 and parallels). In this way, István Chachesz suggests that "Numbers 22 may have influenced the formation of this narrative, where Jesus 'comes in the name of the Lord' to restore David's glorious kingdom, just as Balaam was sent by YHWH to foretell Israel's glory". 37 However, it seems more logical to me that the authors of the gospels did have Zach 9:9 in mind ("your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey"), when they let Jesus enter Jerusalem, sitting on a donkey. According to James Hall, Balaam's 'vision of the angel, which results in his conversion, can be regarded as a prefiguration of Christ's manifestation to Thomas, which brings him to belief . 38 These explanations, however, cannot surpass the level of mere hypotheses. Both motifs -the donkey scene and the star -are sometimes combined, as on the ceiling of the 13 th century church of Saint Mary in Lyskyrchen (Cologne, Germany). Here the image of Balaam riding his donkey, is accompanied by a banderole with the Latin text of Num. 24:17 ("Orietur stella ex Iacob").
39 Also in a 14-15 th century manuscript of the Speculum humanae salvationis (MMW 10C23 fol. 7r), preserved at Meermanno museum in The Hague, the image of Balaam and his donkey is accompanied by the text "Balaam praenuntiauit ortum marie in stella", thus, on a textual level, referring clearly to the Messianic star. 40 A very similar representation can be found in another manuscript of the Speculum humanae salvationis (MMW 10B34 fol. 4r), which, also in the accompanying text, refers to Mary as the mother of the Messiah. 41 An article meant as a modest tribute to Prof. Hendrik Bosman cannot be complete without referring to his close alliance with the city of Leuven. On several occasions Bossie has visited the city, doing research at the university that it hosts, and enjoying, often together with his lovely wife Daléne, the Belgian culture. At the facade of the 15 th century Leuven town hall, 173 corbels, originally carved in Avesnes stone, are decorated with Biblical motifs, as well as with scenes that are often taken from Flavius Josephus' Antiquitates Judaicae. 42 As it is typical for mediaeval art, at the lower levels, scenes from the Old Testament are represented, whereas the corbels of the upper level represent almost exclusively New Testament scenes, thus stating that the Old Testament is not only the basis for the New, but also suggesting that the New surpasses the Old.
At the entrance of the northern facade of the Leuven town hall, two corbels represent Balaam. The left corbel seems to depict Balaam's departure for Moab, as narrated in . At the left side of the corbel two men are portrayed, clothed in a similar way. They seem to represent the two servants who, according to Num. 22:22, accompanied Balaam on his journey. Besides them, a bearded and headed man seems to give something to Balaam, who is sitting on his donkey. 43 He probably represents one of Balak's delegates. His hand and Balaam's hand seem to touch each other. Does the scene suggest that Balaam is accepting the remuneration Balak is willing to pay him according to Num. 22:(7, ) The scene of Balaam and his donkey has also inspired several painters. In particular from the 17 th century on, some paintings have been made, inspired by the strange Biblical story about a speaking donkey and the encounter of a 'prophet' with a divine messenger. The most famous is undoubtedly the painting by the Dutch painter Rembrandt van Rijn (1626). This oil painting on panel (63 x 64,5 cm), which is preserved in Paris at the Museum Cognac-Jay, 45 is one of Rembrandt's early works. Nevertheless, his particular accentuation in the incidence of light is already noticeable in it. Rembrandt is supposed to have been basing his painting on the basis of a portrayal by Pieter Lastman (1622). 46 The panel seems to render the moment Balaam has hit his animal for the third time -the donkey is lying down beneath Balaam, who has his rod still lifted in his hand. Behind them stands the -winged -angel, who has the sword lifted in his hand. The mouth of both Balaam and his donkey are open, which suggests that they already started their conversation . Besides the angel, Balaam and his donkey, four other people are represented. The two people sitting on a horse -only one horse is visible -represent Balak's messengers. In front of the horse, two boys are visible (Num. 22, 22) . Remarkable is the bag, hanging around the donkey's neck. Besides a cylindrical object, some manuscripts can be seen. Some written characters, undoubtedly imitating the Hebrew alphabet, are written on it. Rembrandt was probably referring to Balaam's oracles. Amazing is Rembrandt's presentation of the eyes of both Balaam and the donkey. The former's are almost invisible; they are dark spots, lying deep in their sockets, thus evoking Balaam's incompetence to see the angel. The donkey's large eyes, on the contrary, are liquid and clear, thus accentuating her ability to notice God's messenger. 47 In representing both protagonists this way, Rembrandt completely succeeded in rendering one of the core elements of the Biblical narrative: Balaam, the 'prophet' is not able to see, what his donkey, whom he reproaches to be stubborn, notices: the angel of YHWH, blocking his road.
Conclusion
The Biblical presentation of Balaam is not univocal. On the one hand, Num. 22-24 presents a rather positive Balaam representation: he is very obedient to God. It is the presentation of a rather capricious God which is much more problematic for the reader of this pericope. In order to forgive God his capriciousness, people have always been trying to make excuses for God. 48 There must have been a reason for this whimsical behaviour. And that reason should have been a disobedient Balaam. This negative image of Balaam has been dominating almost the complete Biblical tradition, as an overview of the texts, referring to Balaam in the Old and New Testament has made clear. Nevertheless, although the New Testament has unanimously depicted Balaam in a negative way, it is beyond doubt that it was thanks to the New Testament story about the magi and the star that Balaam has received an important role within Christian iconography, even if he has always been seen as http://scriptura.journals.ac.za A Star was born... About the Bifocal Reception History of Balaam 9 an awkward figure who was surpassed by a donkey. As multiple as the Biblical tradition is about Balaam, as multiple have the artists' perceptions been.
